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Through theatricality, the other is positioned and understood.
-Jon D. Rossini, Theater in the Americas
Savi ana Stănescu's plays Lenin's Shoe and Aliens with Extraordinary Skills,
which appeared in her collection The New York Plays (2010) , feature a range of protagonists of Romanian-Macedonian-Bosnian, Moldovan, Russian American, and Dominican American background who encounter a series of legal, economic, and social challenges. The pervasive image of shoes in the two plays serves to symbolize this crossroads. A shoe falling off Lenin's statue represents the post-1989 failure of communist ideology, a pair of designer shoes illustrates the worldwide rise of capitalist consumerist ideology, while other shoes point to the Cold War world of espionage and the post-9/11 realities of global terrorism. The meaning of "Lenin's shoe" is revealed late in the play of that same name when a large statute of Lenin is toppled in reference to similar events in many former communist countries. When Lenin's foot falls off, it injures young Russian American immigrant Vlad, leaving him permanently paralyzed. The image of paralysis is a main trope in postcommunist literature, which often emphasizes how aphasia, inertia, or indifference afflicts postsocialist generations (Oushakine 2000) . Another representation of paralysis occurs in the figure of young Bosnian immigrant Alex, who works as a dishwasher and has difficulties mapping his path in life. The image of the shoe reappears when the audience finds out that the numerous pairs Vlad's father brought him back from his various business trips hid microfilms with KGB secrets that he planned on selling to secure his financial future. The trope is also associated with a homeless man nicknamed Kebab, who had agreed to detonate a shoe bomb on a plane but changed his mind at the last minute. Lenin's shoe, the designer shoes, the smuggler's shoe, and the would-be terrorist's shoe all represent various ideologies and temporalities to be lost, transformed, accepted, or rejected by the two plays' numerous multiethnic protagonists.
Stănescu's symbolic focus on shoes bridges discourses of capitalist market economies, democracy, postsocialism, and gender as well as the geographies of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) and the United States. On the stage, these discourses become embodied in US migrant characters from Eastern Europe who live in US cities like New York or Chicago. As they raise awareness of these migrants' presence in New York, the symbolic center of Eastern Europe's former Cold War opponent, Stănescu's plays force the US political, social, and literary scene to pay attention to the significance of socialism and postsocialism. Questions about the relationship between (post)socialist nations and the United States, as well as between the attendant ideologies of socialism and capitalism, are predominantly posed by the plays' female characters, who drive change and navigate between cultural territories. The plays thus render gender central to the creation and embodiment of a transnational knowledge system that bridges the United States and Eastern Europe as it is being performed on the stage. The focus on women protagonists as central producers of a system of knowledge that combines US and (post)socialist histories makes postsocialism, and especially postsocialist feminism, visible to the West.
This lens challenges assumptions that Eastern Europe is in the process of becoming like the West rather than representing an inherently different space, with its own set of (post)socialist knowledge that can potentially contribute to a better understanding of the contemporary world (Koobak and Marlin 2014: 330; Suchland 2011: 837) . Responding to the question posed in her essay "Can the Postsocialist Speak?," Jennifer Suchland (2011: 839) has argued that the postsocialist world has disappeared from consideration because it is "largely presumed to be undergoing processes of democratization or Europeanization and thus uncritically positioned vis-à-vis the first world." In addition, the "Second World," as she calls the Eurasian region, is assumed to lack the racial dimension that has dominated Western postcolonial (especially feminist) debates. Suchland proposes that the postsocialist space needs to be redefined in transnational terms in order to avoid replicating the old binaries dividing the East from the West, the First from the Second World.
A Romanian writer who immigrated to the United States after 1989, Stănescu has chosen to write for the theater rather than produce prose and poetry, which are the genres preferred by Russian and Eastern European immigrant artists. Stănescu's work represents a diverse range of immigrant characters, not all of whom are Romanian or even Eastern European. Her plays thus move beyond the autobiographical bildungsroman, which has dominated much US ethnic literature, and into the realm of transnational and multiethnic performance. Stănescu's plays render the postsocialist space visible by showing that when characters from this region encounter the West, as embodied in the United States, they do not simply "catch up" to more "modern" values and practices. The plays instead rethink the ways in which discourses and knowledge systems from the First and Second Worlds interact with each other to create new collective and immigrant identities and communities in the United States. The plays tap into the central role of performance for the perpetuation of national narratives and the formation of alternative collective immigrant identities through an emphasis on physical, embodied presence on the stage. Stănescu's plays answer Suchland's question in the affirmative; they show that the postsocialist speaks and that her language is gendered, multivocal, multilingual, situated, and embodied. Placing Stănescu's work in the larger field of US immigrant literature thus has significant consequences for theories of contemporary cultural production in the United States.
From Assimilation to Negotiation in US Theater
In his well-known monograph Modern American Drama, Bigsby (2000: 1) wonders: "Why is it that literary critics, cultural historians, literary theorists, those interested in the evolution of genre, in discourse and ideology, find so little to say about the theatre in general and the American theatre in particular?" "Theatrical nationhood," as Loren Kruger (1992: 3) calls it, was perfected during the nineteenth century "with the rise of mass national politics, 'universal' (male) suffrage, and the demand of the people for legitimate representation as protagonists on the national stage." 1 However, theater has been marginalized on the US literary scene. The performance aspect of theater enables multiple, shifting interpretations but also evokes a sense of "insecurity over the object of study," which may explain why literary critics tend to marginalize this genre. Erika Fischer Lichte (2010) has called attention to theater's "state of in-between," which can also mediate cultural exchanges in multiethnic contexts and "generate new forms of diversity" rather than cultural homogeneity.
As an important subgenre of US theater, immigrant theater has supported the formation of collective immigrant identities by helping descendants integrate into the foundational stories of each ethnic group, perform as entertainers for native-born populations, and negotiate with US local culture.
2 Ethnic theater declined after World War I, following the end of European mass migration and the Americanization of younger generations, the rise of radio and television, and, later, the policies of the McCarthy era (Saxon 2011: 140; Wilmeth and Miller 1993) . The 1980s resurgence in immigration, this time predominantly from Asia and Latin America, shaped the rise of a new immigrant theater that mainly represented Asian and Latin American communities to mainstream US culture by helping them gain a voice and debunk existing stereotypes. Second-and third-generation immigrant artists have continued to work in ethnic theater to explore the multiethnic realities of the United States in ways similar to contemporary immigrant and ethnic fiction (Saxon 2011: 140) . Much of the ethnic or multicultural theater of the 1990s critiqued and questioned representations of a homogeneous US national identity. 4 Patrice Pavis (1996: 8) defines "multicultural" theater as emerging from "the clash of contexts" (9) between various ethnic or linguistic groups in multicultural societies. 5 More contemporary theater, however, moves elements of ethnic theater into the transnational arena by negotiating and translating between the past and present, and between homeland and hostland.
Diasporic theater thus responds to a shift in migration, the emergence of "transmigrants" (Schiller et al. 1995: 48) , or those whose "daily lives depend on multiple and constant interconnections across international borders and whose public identities are configured in relationship to more than one national state." Authors, actors, and audience members can be transmigrants who function across the different "scapes," which Arjun Appadurai (1990: 295) has defined as central features of globalization. Mediascapes provide access to global cultural consumer products, and technoscapes enable instant forms of communication and faster transportation. However, transmigrancy is mostly enjoyed by more affluent and educated migrants. Pheng Cheah (1998: 301) Lionnet and Shu-Mei Shih (2005: 5) see as a transnational "space of exchange and participation," they try to inhabit these conditions in positive ways. Several of Stănescu's mainly postsocialist immigrant characters believe in US ideals because they differ from the realities of the national spaces they left behind. However, given their liminal legal, ethnic, or gender status, these protagonists also seek to render narratives of US identity more inclusive and accepting of difference.
Through moments of embodiment, theater can draw attention to the new temporal, special, and historically contingent forms of "being in America" and "being American" developed in Stănescu's plays. Rather than solidifying performance into prescriptive behavior, theater can highlight encounters that question the meaning of inhabiting a certain space. As a genre that has largely been neglected in the formation of US literary canons, theater can become a central locus for exploring the multiplicity of voices inside the US nation, of pushing reality to its absurd limits, and performing new boundaries into existence because "theater that foregrounds the representation of ethnicity is perfectly positioned to offer alternative conceptions of ethnicity" (Rossini 2008: 8) . While it is difficult to overcome prejudices and stereotypes, through its performance of presence-in the form of embodied bodies, sound, language, and movement-theater can produce new reterritorialized and multiply layered immigrant identities and communities.
Transnationalism and Translingualism
Like the protagonists of her plays, Stănescu's career is the product of transnational flows enabled by the opening of borders and the fall of communist regimes after 1989. The fact that Stănescu writes drama is itself the result of a transnational encounter. After participating in Romanian theater workshops that were directed by British playwright Caryl Churchill in 1990, Stănescu became aware of the immense potential for playwrights in a country without a playwriting school and a tradition of director-oriented theater. 7 In the 1960s, Romanian theater had enjoyed a period of growth and relative independence from political interference. After the hardening of ideological controls in the 1970s, however, talented directors who had been pushing against the limits of socialist realism and political convention were censored and ended up emigrating to Western Europe or the United States.
After 1990, theater productions, most of which were financed with state subsidies, focused on staging classical texts rather than engaging with contemporary societal concerns. Young playwrights' organizations like DramAcum, which was formed in 2000 outside of established theaters and their subsidy system, addressed contemporary issues, practiced social theater, and begun collaborations among writers, directors, and actors. During this period, in 2001, Saviana Stănescu went to the United States on a Fulbright fellowship to study theater at the NYU Tisch School of the Arts, which led to her current teaching position at Ithaca College.
Stănescu's emigration to the West continued a trend that began in the early twentieth century when Romanian writers left for major European cities, especially Paris, where they became the center of the European avant-garde movement. The United States became a major destination for Romanian artists only after World War II, and, especially after the deepening of Nicolae Ceaușescu's authoritarianism in July 1971. The United States became a welcoming destination for artists from the former Eastern Bloc more generally after the development of Central and Eastern European language and literature programs in the 1950s, as well as area studies programs in the 1960s, and, later, the rise of creative writing programs and Jewish and Holocaust studies centers (Neubauer and Török 2009: 87-89) . Emigrant writers actively participated in the production of Cold War responses to the Eastern Bloc, with many teaching at universities across the United States.
Many Romanian authors of Jewish descent-such as Nina Cassian and Norman Manea, who both immigrated in the 1980s-came to the United States. Writers who already had established literary careers tended to continue writing in their native language; "I took with me my language as a home, like the snail," Manea (2006: 174) has said, calling the Romanian language a home that he could carry with him everywhere, his "infantile refuge" and "space of survival." Others who started writing only after they were in the United States, however, tended to produce work in English, including Andrei Codrescu, who emigrated in 1965 via Italy as part of the exchange of cash for people of Jewish descent between the Romanian communist state and Israel, and other postsocialist immigrant authors who have built their US careers writing in English, such as Jewish Russian writer Gary Shteyngart. In contrast to these two scenarios, younger authors who were already writing in Romanian either before or after 1989, like Mihaela Moscaliuc, a poet of Stănescu's generation and a translator of Romanian poets, tended to switch to English after their emigration. Moscaliuc and Stănescu are part of the younger generation of Romanian American authors who are what Adrian Wanner (2011: 3) has called "ambilingual," or writers who switch to English when writing for US audiences after having already had a career writing in their native languages. Stănescu was a well-known poet in Romania by the time she left for the United States and chose to write in English in order to attract a wider audience. However, in her poetry she talks about her painful separation from the Romanian language and describes Romanian culture as "a hat glued to my brain / like a sweater made out of my skin / like a permanent tattoo on my left lung " (2006: 67) .
Stănescu stands out from other postsocialist immigrant artists who choose to write prose. Wanner (2011: 9) has argued that for this group of writers "narrative fiction appears to be the most apt vehicle for the construction of an ethno-national self that is accessible to a large audience." Their fiction has a strong autobiographical bent, which largely aligns them with other US ethnic writers who use the bildungsroman format. Describing the fiction of "ethnic American Bildung" as "caught up in its inevitable reception as an allegory for self and national transformation," Eric Hayot (2007: 603) argues that it "enacts the very transformation it represents, mediating through fiction the fiction of self-transformation it narrates." This literature becomes, in Hayot's view, one of implied loss, especially from the perspective of the immigrant self.
The opening of Eastern Bloc borders not only allowed the emigration of artists to the West but also permitted expatriate writers to stretch their work across continents. The protagonists share their search for happiness with the audience; their storylines focus on romantic plots and family dramas as scenarios that are universally understood and easier to connect with than openly political or social equity agendas.
The plot of Lenin's Shoe focuses on two families. The Russian Vanya and his physically disabled son Vlad, as well as Irina, Vanya's young mistress, are juxtaposed with the Bosnian Jasna, her husband Hassan, and her son Alex. Jasna and her family escaped the war in the former Yugoslavia, and she is now Vlad's tutor. The second play, Aliens with Extraordinary Skills, portrays undocumented immigrants Nadia and Borat, who left Moldova looking for a better life and money. In New York, they adopt the stage names of Ginger and Steve, and befriend the Dominican woman Lupita and an American man named Bob. Two agents of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS 1 and 2) reappear in Nadia's dreams, revealing her anxieties about her legal status as well as her identity. Nadia marries Bob, but Borat is deported after he is caught driving a taxi while under the influence.
The plays' immigrant characters speak at least two languages with different levels of proficiency. Jasna is Romanian-Macedonian-Bosnian, Nadia is a Moldovan who speaks both Romanian and Russian, Vanya is a Russian American, and Lupita is Dominican American. When characters use their native languages, such as Romanian, Russian, or Spanish, their words are most often translated as part of the dialogue. This strategy serves to avoid frustrating readers and audiences, and can be found in much US multiethnic writing.
Because during dramatic performances the audience cannot look up foreign words and references, either the characters themselves or a protagonist who functions as a translator perform the task of translation. In Lenin's Shoe, Hassan, a prize-winning poet laureate from Macedonia who has difficulties adapting to his new linguistic and cultural environment, uses the most foreign words and phrases, shuttling between Macedonian or Romanian. He tells Jasna: "Beautiful. You beautiful. Lepa Moja. Ljubavi moja" (NY 99). The inclusion of both languages highlights Hassan's poor knowledge of English and also provides an approximate translation of the Bosnian phrase "Ljubavi moja," which means "My love." When he makes his first appearance, Hassan speaks Macedonian, but Jasna prompts him to switch to English. While this language change is necessary for the audience, it is painful and dehumanizing for Hassan because it reduces him to his poor English, as exemplified in phrases like "I do TV. I no talk this boy. I no like this boy" (98), which his son calls "kindergarten"-level English. The play points to the precariousness of Hassan's craft in a new transnational setting. The importance of acquiring English to articulate one's complex immigrant identity is further exemplified in another character, Kebab, a mysterious homeless man who Jasna provides with language lessons in order to help him tell his story.
While Lenin's Shoe uses foreign words and phrases to indicate that most of the play's action happens inside a small immigrant community where such words are understood, the largely Eastern European immigrant characters also use Russian as a shared language, which they were taught in school. In Aliens with Extraordinary Skills, however, the characters are more multilingual, come from countries that are not connected linguistically or ideologically, and use English as their lingua franca. Nadia and Borat speak very good English and make only minor errors that generally serve to add to the comic effect of the play. They also interact more often with US characters, such as their clients and Bob. Bob uses stereotypical foreign phrases in order to endear himself to Lupita, whom he calls "the hottest mamacita," and to Nadia, whom he greets with "Nazdarovje" (to your health) (NY 147), phrases that reveal his rather superficial and limited knowledge of the two women's cultural and linguistic backgrounds.
Lenin's Shoe also highlights generational differences through the characters' varied use of language and a focus on the general malaise experienced by members of the younger generation. Even though Vlad was too young to experience socialism, he uses and subverts the propagandistic Soviet language to aggravate his father as he points to his past and, ironically, also to his present as a double KGB/CIA agent, saying "Yes, sir, comrade Ivan! Pioneer Vladimir Ivanovich at your orders! I promise to articulate complete phrases. Human sentences. I will execute the red monkey abiding in my brain" (95) . While the immigrant parents in the play switch between two or more languages, 1.5 generation immigrants Vlad and Alex also change registers inside English, of which they are more or less native speakers. For example, Vlad uses the language of hip-hop to distance himself from his father and other adults, rapping over his father's attempts to talk to him: Vlady: Murdaa MIB Vanya: Hey, man, let me introduce you to a nice lady! Vlady, I
want you to meet somebody! Vlad. Vladimir! Vlady: You wanna see that murda it's murda murda. We live it. . . . We breathe it. . . We screamin' murda. (95) This use of a minoritized cultural expression allows the younger protagonists to distance themselves from their parents' birth and immigrant cultures as well as from mainstream US culture. They also use this code to challenge each other: Alex: He's just quoting Ja Rule. (to Vlady) Ja Rule is not hot any more, dude. It's cold soup. Vlady: You know nothing, sucker! (106) Vlad, Alex, and Irina, Vanya's young mistress, even literalize the violent rap aesthetics when they plant a bomb under Vanya's table to prove their courage to each other. Alex calls himself "leftover two" to describe his position as one of two dishwashers in a restaurant. But the term also hints at his status as a "leftover" of his parents' decisions and a prisoner of their failures. Vlad's disability, and his father's unwillingness to let him leave the family cocoon, make him asocial, reliant on online communication, and overly fond of the hip-hop code of rebellion. Alex is a rebel as well, and Irina is caught in a deal between her rich Russian father and Vanya, a prisoner of sorts, to ensure the success of their deals. The three characters find common purpose in hurting Vanya, though they are planning to limit the explosion of the bomb to "just a tiny little mess" (112). They seal their pact with the hip-hop lingo of "Murda." As a language that sublimates social violence into art, hip-hop provides these young Russian and Bosnian Americans with a means to fuel their disappointment and turn it into violence. In the final scene of Lenin's Shoe, we find out that Vanya is a double agent, hiding microfilms with KGB secrets in the shoes that he brings for Vlad from each of his trips to Russia. When Vanya tries to stop Jasna from taking the microfilms so she can revive her journalistic career, Vlad sets off the bomb, which is hidden in a shoe. The play ends ambiguously with Vlad's smile, the "bright glowing light" of an explosion, and a "blackout."
In Aliens, Stănescu's postsocialist, ethnic, and US protagonists suffer from different varieties of socioeconomic lack, caused by the effects of war or by their legal or class status. The protagonists change each other, often through expressions of empathy or negotiations of shared spaces and languages. The play creates an innovative space on the dramatic stage that allows the negotiation and embodiment of shifting identities as well as the formation of new communities through interactions between individuals of diverse ethnic, social, and cultural backgrounds. The hyphenated and "othered" "aliens" of unstable economic, legal, or social status reinvent themselves to achieve more productive and happier lives in the United States, in the process exploring their shared interests and building new alliances. While Stănescu's plays provide audiences a glimpse into the lives of this diverse array of immigrant characters, they also model empathy for the humanity of others, their traumatic past, and their potential future. Unlike encounters with characters in fiction, theater audiences are faced with situations and identities that have physical presence and thus demand immediate attention and reaction. Theater thus provides audiences with the ability to witness embodied characters reaching across cultures and ideologies to negotiate shared meanings in ways that could stimulate similar reactions on their part. As a reviewer of the New York production wrote, "in Aliens with Extraordinary Skills, Stănescu takes the audience into territory that will be uncharted for most of them: the immigrant experience is presented here with candor and without a shred of romanticism (save that tiny bit felt by Nadia for the place she's pinned all of her hopes on)" (Denton 2008 ). However, another reviewer disagreed, writing that "Aliens with Extraordinary Skills is a highly entertaining piece of work, but it is unlikely to move anyone to outrage or action. It's not even certain whether any audience members will leave the theater any more informed about the problems of illegal immigrants than they were before seeing the show" (Simmons 2008) .
Jasna, in Lenin's Shoe, engages the homeless Kebab in conversation in spite of his near muteness and limited command of English, and even after she finds out that he is a failed terrorist; Bob changes after meeting and empathizing with two female immigrant protagonists. In his own words, Bob is a "fucked up musician [with a] limited income" because of what can be described as a "first world problem": "Gotta pay the therapy session. Gotta pay the divorce" (NY 139). His US-born status does not guarantee him happiness or a high economic status. Witnessing the struggles that Nadia and Lupita face to earn money exposes Bob to a different set of values and concerns. While Bob initially visits Lupita's house solely for her company, he soon comes to understand the risks associated with Lupita's and Nadia's professions, as exotic dancer and clown, respectively. When he learns of Nadia's skills as a clown, Bob reclaims his passion for music, which he gave up to earn money, to partner with Nadia. Empathy with the women protagonist thus shapes his own transformation.
Aliens's last scene is called "Love and Marriage" and alludes to the popular TV show Married with Children (1987-97) , which itself parodied US marriages. Nadia marries Bob for love but also to stay in the United States through a family unification visa. While in Lenin's Shoe only Jasna and Kebab are able to reinvent themselves, in Aliens the protagonists' hyphenation, their linguistic abilities, their capability to performatively change their identities (which is also built into the theatricality of some of the characters' jobs as clowns and exotic dancers), as well as their "below the radar" existence produce identity layering, or what I would call "traumatic excess." This excess drives protagonists, especially women characters, to shift direction, reinvent themselves, and create a transnational space that is not so much based on specific group ethnicities but, rather, on forms of solidarity and alliances between similarly situated individuals.
Identity excess motivates characters to change, even when they may not seem to be socially or economically mobile. Their mobility lies precisely in their multiple hyphens, their multilingualism, and their marginal positions that do not prosper under a status quo. On some level ambiguous and illegible, these protagonists are indeed "aliens with extraordinary skills" (the name of one US visa category), but these skills extend beyond the much-theorized cosmopolitan attitudes, financial resources, or intellectual abilities of the most privileged immigrants. The characters create new alliances and communities through friendships and marriages that do not align along ethnic or linguistic lines but are based on the recognition of common struggles and on seeing people not as stereotypical "others" but as individuals. The resulting community is one not held together by biological or ethnic ties; it is momentarily indefinable, shifting, and fluctuating, free to define itself and play with the rules. The plays' protagonists do not assimilate to each other's cultures; the American does not become postsocialist, and the postsocialist does not "catch up." Instead, they live with difference and learn from it in a compassionate way so as to become visible to one another as individuals and not as preconceived categories. The protagonists create a transnational hybrid space in which meaning derives from practices of negotiation. This is not an idealized space, however. Nadia is physically abused when she joins Lupita to work as an exotic dancer; and Borat is arrested and awaits deportation. When Lupita suggests that Nadia work as an exotic dancer to make the rent money, Nadia instead appears to think she is going to perform as a clown for adults and to find her own "Mr. Big" at the party.
8 Nadia borrows Lupita's expensive Manolo Blahnik shoes as a sign of belonging to the city (in the Romanian staging, the shoes are a sparkly red reminiscent of The Wizard of Oz). Lupita tells her, "If you go, you gotta keep your wits about you. You gotta be careful. Don't drink no shit they give you" (NY 154). Nadia's rape at the party is presented in one of the Dreamscape chapters that are normally dedicated to her nightmares about agents of the Immigration and Naturalization Service. Running out of the party, she even forgets her "status symbol" shoes. As an undocumented immigrant, she cannot report the assault to the police. Lupita approaches the matter in practical terms, telling Nadia that, as long as she is not in pain and took the morning after pill, she just has to stop feeling sorry for herself, saying, "We [immigrants] can't afford depressions and-how do they call it?-'post-traumatic stress' and other shit like that" (167-68). In their resilience, strength, and resourcefulness, the two characters embody agency rather than passivity and victimhood; they keep moving and transforming themselves. The assault marks a turning point for Nadia, who starts using her real name instead of her fake performer's name, "Ginger." She activates her abilities to speak English, German, French, and Romanian, and performing as a clown becomes a legitimate and satisfying occupation. In addition, as Lupita says, Nadia also "turned the guy [Bob] into a clown" (359). While this statement can be read negatively, it also shows that immigrant and US protagonists can both change, the latter through contact with and empathy with immigrants.
The staging of the play in Romania highlighted the difficulties of translating its references to issues of US immigration and ethnicity from the New York stage. In a review published in the reputable Romanian magazine Dilema Veche, Oana Stoica (2014) wondered whether the romantic plots of Aliens attempted to redefine the American Dream beyond its pragmatic and material focus, 9 thus highlighting a rather limited understanding of the importance of the "American dream" for immigrants. The performance of multiethnicity also changed in the staging of the play as it drew on embodied forms of ethnicity in Romania. While in the US the performance of Lupita's character emphasized her sensuality and nonwhiteness, in Romania, where contact with people from Latin America is more likely to be mediated by media and popular culture than by real life encounters, her character looked like Frieda Kahlo. The actress wore flowers in her hair, had thick eyebrows, and sported floral clothes. As one Romanian reviewer wrote, "it is hard to translate the wordplay from the English language, but they reached a mix of Romanian-Russian-English-Spanish that is quite funny and which is appropriate for an Anglophone audience (I would dare say Anglophile as well)" (Vasile 2014) .
10 Even the title of one of the plays had to be changed. While "Aliens with Extraordinary Skills" alludes to the US visa for "aliens with extraordinary abilities," the title makes little sense in Romanian, and so was changed to "Clown Visa." While eliminating the meanings denoted by the word "alien," the new title stressed the comedic aspects of the play and engaged its embedded meanings of mimicry and imitation, both implied in the word "clown."
Conclusion
Stănescu's work differs from that of other US immigrant/ethnic writers and the work of some postsocialist artists, in that she does not focus on her own autobiography or a nostalgic "search for (old or new) roots" plot (Wanner 2014: 281-96) .
11 Her plays require a rethinking of national and ethnic paradigms that have long shaped definitions of US ethnic and immigrant creativity. Stănescu's protagonists activate their multiplicity, reveal themselves to one another, and explore different ways of being in the world, thus helping remake US identity by "rediscover[ing] national identity itself as a permanent instability" (Pease 1992: 6 ). An insistence on this instability bestows belonging to subjects who are not fully included in the US national narrative, while also leading to a better understanding of the "other" and to the emergence of multiplicity. Theater empathically asks audiences to experience this instability in its physicality and staged embodiment.
Stănescu's work points to different kinds of US identity and scholarship. While her focus on the transnational dimensions of immigrant identity moves beyond the realm of established US ethnic literature, it also places the former Eastern Bloc outside of the triangle of the "First-Second-Third" world where it has traditionally functioned as the paradigmatic other. The view of dissident voices as anticommunist and anti-Soviet and, almost automatically, as pro-Western and capitalist has been extended into the present, where the "post" in postsocialism marks a temporal difference-CEE countries are thought to be in need of "catching-up"-rather than denoting a spatial or paradigmatic difference (Suchland 2011; Koobak and Marling 2014) .
As shown in Stănescu's plays, when postsocialist immigrants arrive in the United States, they enter into US discourses of gender, migration, and, in some cases, of post-9/11 terrorism, in ways that also include them in US practices of othering as undocumented immigrants or disposable females. Scholars like Suchland propose that the postsocialist be considered different from the West in thought, location, and future aspirations, as these aspirations have been shaped by the practice of lived socialism.
12 Furthermore, she suggests the emergence of a stronger transnational lens on the postsocialist space and its migrants, following Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan (2000) , who explain that they "use the term transnational instead of international in order to reflect our need to destabilize rather than maintain boundaries of nation, race, and gender" (quoted in Suchland 2011: 849) .
Thinking of the postsocialist as its own category defined by its specific history rather than as an unsuccessful and incomplete First World project opens up new theoretical pathways to understanding its place in US narratives of national identity, immigration, and diversity. The postsocialist has to think from outside of the position of inferiority, which is a position of mimicry. Multiplicity becomes an asset in the void created by the fall of communism and the postsocialist need for new identifications (Kligman and Gal 2000; Kligman 1998) . Like the female characters in Stănescu's plays, the postsocialist needs to be creative, active, and powerful as well as multivocal, multilingual, and transnationally multicultural. In the words of Wai Chee Dimock (2010: 281) , "this is what American studies looks like when it is allowed to be both less than American and more than American, when it is reconstituted as a genealogy of sorrow that takes in the whole world: multilingual, multinational, and multigeneric." § 2. In the United States, immigrant French theater and Latinx theater developed in the first half of the nineteenth century, German and Asian theater after the middle of the century, and Polish, Yiddish, and Italian theater following nineteenth-and early twentieth-century immigration. Immigrant theater served to entertain, educate, and engage with heritage and nostalgia for the homeland, while also engaging with local expressions of US culture (see Bigsby 2000 , Saxon 2011 Wilmer 2002; ) . 6. Three-Worlds ideology presumes that the "Second World could join the First if freed from ideological constraints, while the Third World might 'modernize' if its 'traditional culture' could be overcome" (Chari and Verdery 2009: 18) . The persistence of these attitudes makes it difficult to approach authors like Stănescu, who crisscross national and critical boundaries embodied in "area studies" approaches.
7. Caryl Churchill arrived in Romania in 1990 to research her play Mad Forest (1990), based on events before and after December 1989 in Romania. Her project introduced Romanian playwrights and actors to new forms of drama that are engaged in contemporary issues and thus opposed to the way theater was practiced in Romania during the communist era.
8. Both plays use the series Sex in the City as the referent for young women's lives in New York City. 9. The performance to which this review refers (at Odeon Theater) was directed by Alexandru Mihail, a Romanian director based in New York, who graduated from the Yale School of Drama in 2012.
10. All translations from Romanian are mine.
11. Wanner discusses writers who move away from the established plots of the Russian American émigré literature.
12. For example, as Suchland (2011: 851) explains, "in former socialist states, gender equality and wage labor were mandated. The effects of that mandate were mixed; women were placed in political and economic spheres viewed by the first world as progressive, yet they did not necessarily experience that access as emancipatory or symbolic of real power."
